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EXPLANATIONS OF SUCCESSFUL PERFORMANCE ON
SEX-LINKED TASKS:

WHAT IS SKILL FOR THE MALE IS LUCK FOR THE FEMALE

KAY DEAUX 1 AND TIM EMSWILLER

Purdue University

Male and female subjects evaluated the performance of either a male or
female stimulus person who was heard to perform in an above-average manner
on either a male- or female-related task. Analysis of the attributions made
to luck versus skill in explaining the performance of the stimulus person
showed that as predicted, performance by a male on a masculine task was
more attributed to skill, whereas an equivalent performance by a female on the
same task was seen to be more influenced by luck. Contrary to prediction,
the reverse did not hold true for performance on a feminine task. Overall,
males were seen to be more skillful than females. The utility of an attribu-
tional analysis in the study of perceived sex differences was discussed.

Investigations of the evaluation of male and
female performance in equivalent situations
have tended to focus on the ratings made of
the performance itself, frequently finding that
the male tends to be rated more favorably
than the female when the presented evidence
is identical. Thus, presenting rather broadly
and generally described evidence about the
performance of a male or female author (Gold-
berg, 1968), a male or female painter (Phet-
erson, Kiesler, & Goldberg, 1971), and a male
or female applicant for a study-abroad pro-
gram (Deaux & Taynor, 1973), the cited
authors have found that the male's perform-
ance tends to be rated more favorably than
the female's. One apparent exception to this
depressing regularity was reported by Pheter-
son et al. (1971) in a condition in which the
label winner was attached to the evidence, in
this case a painting. Under these conditions,
no differences between ratings of male and
female artists emerged on measures of compe-
tence and artistic future. We might tenta-
tively assume, therefore, that specific infor-
mation regarding the quality of a performance
eliminates sex-linked biases in the evaluation
of that performance.

1 The authors are grateful to Joanna Quandt and
Beatrice Royster for their assistance in conducting
this experiment and to Fran Cherry for her critical
review of the manuscript.
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From an attributional viewpoint, however,
one might question whether the observer at-
taches identical causes to such equivalent per-
formances by a male actor and a female actor.
Analyzing differences in the attribution of
internal and external causes by performers
themselves, Feather (1969) has found a
greater tendency for females to use external
attributions in explaining their performance.
Furthermore, subjects of both sexes show
greater use of external explanations as op-
posed to internal when their success or failure
is unexpected rather than expected. In terms
of an observer's evaluation of a given per-
formance, we might anticipate that similar
processes would operate. An expected per-
formance should be more readily attributed to
ability on the part of the performer, while an
unexpected performance would more likely be
seen to be the result of chance circumstances.
In fact, Weiner, Frieze, Kukla, Reed, Rest,
and Rosenbaum (1971) reported such data
in a recent report. Information regarding the
percentage of past success was provided to
the subjects along with a statement of the
actor's subsequent success or failure, and the
subjects were asked to make attribution to
luck, effort, ability, and task difficulty in ex-
plaining the subsequent performance. As
would be expected, if the subject's expecta-
tion for the actor's performance (based on
the percentage of past successes) was high,
the actor's subsequent success tended to be
attributed to ability; if the expectation was

80



SUCCESSFUL PERFORMANCE ON SEX-LINKED TASKS 81

low, a success was more likely to be attributed
to luck or to effort.

We would suggest that an analogous argu-
ment can be made for the evaluation of per-
formance by males and females in tasks for
which expectations are sex linked and hence
are high or low for males or females depend-
ing on the particular task. Performance on a
sex-consistent task should be more readily
attributed to internal factors such as ability,
whereas performance on a sex-inconsistent
task should be more often attributed to ex-
ternal factors such as chance. To test this
basic hypothesis, it is necessary to specify
two tasks that are clearly sex linked but
identical in all other respects. Previous re-
search dealing with the effect of sex on per-
formance evaluation has tended to use socially
relevant situations, which, although realistic,
are nevertheless of uncertain sex linkage.
The present research attempted to construct
two situations that were specifically masculine
and feminine related, and that were further
identical in terms of task difficulty, thus elim-
inating this possible external attribution for
performance.

Specifically, then, we hypothesized that
when individuals are asked to evaluate the
performance of a male or a female on either
a male-related or female-related task, (a)
when a male and a female perform equally
well on a male-related task, the male's per-
formance is more strongly attributed to
skill, while the female's performance is more
strongly attributed to luck; (b) when a male
and a female perform equally well on a
female-related task, the female's performance
is more strongly attributed to skill, while the
male's performance is more strongly attrib-
uted to luck.

METHOD

Summary of Design

The study was based on a 2 X 2 X 2 factorial
between-subjects design, with sex of subject, sex of
stimulus person, and type of task as the independent
variables. The subjects listened to a previously taped
recording of either a male's or female's performance
on a male- or female-linked task and then evaluated
that person on several dimensions, including the
attribution of luck versus ability.

Subjects
The subjects were 1.30 undergraduate students at

Purdue University (55 males and 75 females), who
participated in the experiment as one means of ful-
filling a requirement for the introductory psychol-
ogy course. p;

Procedure

The subjects reported to the experiment in groups
of 6-12 and were seated in individual cubicles
equipped with headphones, over which both in-
structions and experimental material were presented.
The experimenter explained to the subjects that
they were participating in a study designed to assess
the ability of people to evaluate someone else's per-
formance on a perceptual discrimination task. (One
male and one female experimenter conducted the
experiment and shared in the instructions, question-
naire collection, and debriefing.) The subjects were
told that they had been randomly divided into two
groups and had been assigned partners for the ex-
periment. One half of the subjects were to be the
"test takers" of the perceptual discrimination task,
while the other half of the subjects were to be the
graders and evaluators of the performance of the
test takers. In actuality, all of the subjects were
evaluators, and their alleged partners were previ-
ously taped recordings by either a male or female
who responded to the discrimination questions. The
subjects were told that the cubicles had been wired
up so that each subject in the evaluation group
would hear the responses of only one of the persons
from the test-taking group. To further increase
credibility, a four-minute pause was inserted in the
instructions at which time the subjects were led to
believe that the test takers were receiving their
instructions.

The test takers' task was explained as being a
series of pictures of familiar objects embedded in
a camouflaged background and shown on a video
screen for a time period of approximately one second.
The subjects were told that they would hear the
experimenter saying the question number while their
partner was simultaneously receiving the visual
stimulus for that question. The subjects would then
hear their partner make a response by saying either
true or false as to whether the object they saw on
the video screen was the same as the one listed on
the numbered test form in front of them. The sub-
jects never actually saw any visual material, nor
was any visual material prepared.

The subjects were provided with mimeographed
answer forms presumably corresponding to those in
front of the test takers, with the difference that the
answer sheets given to evaluators had the answer
for each question correctly marked so that subjects
could keep a record of their partner's score as he
or she responded to the questions. The subjects were
asked to examine the experimental material and to
note that there were two tasks of 25 questions <:ach.
One task consisted of household objects and was
obviously female oriented, for example, "This is a
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mop," "This is a double-boiler," etc. The other task
consisted of mechanical objects and was obviously
male oriented, for example, "This is a tire jack,"
"This is a wrench," etc. (Pretesting had verified
that the two tasks were rated to be of equal diffi-
culty.) The subjects were told that in order to
achieve a nonbiased score, the test takers would
take one task, an evaluation would be performed,
and then the second task would be completed and
followed by another evaluation. The experimenter
randomly assigned one of the two tasks to be first.
Actually, there was only one task completed during
each experimental session.

The instructions given to the subjects before their
partner began emphasized the fact that a person's
performance is influenced by factors other than in-
telligence, such as ability, luck, and effort. The sub-
jects were asked to keep these factors in mind during
the performance of the task so that they could
evaluate their partner on these dimensions at the
completion of the task. The subjects were also told
that they should listen carefully for voice patterns
and hesitations in their partner's answers, for these
cues would have a bearing on the evaluations that
they would have to make later.

The taped responses that the subjects heard ac-
tually followed a predetermined random sequence
of 3-, 6-, and 10-second pauses. In each case, the
person whom the subject evaluated answered 16 out
of the 25 questions correctly. As the subjects had
been told that the norm for this task was 12.3, the
stimulus person's performance should be seen as
better than average when compared to the norms.

Experimental Conditions
Each subject heard one of the two possible tapes

(either a male or female voice) and evaluated the
confederate on one of the two possible tasks (either
male or female oriented). An approximately equal
number of male and female subjects participated in
each of the four sex-of-partner-sex-of-task condi-
tions.

Dependent, variables. After the subjects had
heard the stimulus person respond to each of the 25
questions on the designated test, he or she was asked
to evaluate that person's performance on a series of
13-point scales. The major dependent variable was a
skill-luck dimension of the type used by Feather
(Feather, 1969; Feather & Simon, 1971), labeled
purely luck at one end and purely ability at the
other with a midpoint label of equally luck and abil-
ity.2 The other dimensions on which the subjects

2 In a pilot study which preceded the research
reported here, four separate dimensions were used for
attributional responses of ability, effort, task diffi-
culty, and luck in the manner commonly used by
Weiner et al. (1971). However, on none of these
four dimensions did the subjects show a significant
difference by condition, and a rank ordering of the

. importance of the four factors was identical across
conditions. These preliminary results suggested that
in some instances the differences in evaluation of
male and female stimulus persons may be fairly
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FIGURE 1. Ability-luck attributions as a function of
sex of task and performer.

were asked to evaluate the stimulus person were:
general performance, confidence in luck-ability rat-
ing, effort, probable performance on a similar task,
general intelligence, and evaluation of the task as
being better performed by males or females. In
addition, the subjects were asked to estimate what
their own score would be if they performed the same
task.

After the subjects had completed these evaluation
forms, they were informed that the experiment was
completed. A full debriefing followed, in which the
nature and purpose of the deception was explained
and all questions answered.

RESULTS

Distinctiveness of the Tasks

As a check on the manipulation of sex
linkage in the tasks, the subjects were asked
to rate the task on a scale labeled females
would do better at one end and males would
do better at the other. Analysis of variance
conducted on this item showed a highly sig-
nificant effect for task (F = 258.41, p <
.0001), indicating that the two tasks were
clearly differentiated on a male-female dimen-
sion. In addition, the means of 3.03 and 10.19
on a scale ranging from 1 to 13 indicated

subtle in nature, and that a socially desirable rank-
ing with ability always predominating over luck pre-
vails unless the subject is forced to make a choice
on a single dimension.
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approximately equal polarization of the two
tasks. As a less direct check on the manipula-
tion, the subjects were asked to estimate what
their own score on the task would be, and the
expected Sex of Subject X Sex of Task inter-
action was also significant (F = 23.53, p <
.0001), with males expecting that they would
do better on the masculine task while females
predicted better performance for themselves
on the feminine task.

Evaluations oj Performance

Analysis of variance was conducted on all
other response measures, and the results of
the major question concerning luck versus
skill can be seen in Figure 1. The accompany-
ing analysis is presented in Table 1. As can
be seen in Figure 1, there were sharp differ-
ences in the attributions made to female and
male stimulus persons. The overall main effect
of sex of stimulus person indicated that inde-
pendent of task males were rated as more
skillful than females (p < .05). In addition to
this main effect, the Sex of Stimulus X Sex of
Task interaction was significant (p < .01).
As seen in Figure 1, the major cause of this
interaction was the sharp difference in the rat-
ings of male and female stimulus persons on
the masculine task, while virtually no differ-
ence was found on the feminine task. Simple
effects analysis (Winer, 1971) revealed that
the difference between male and female stimu-
lus persons on the masculine task was signifi-
cant (F = 12.424, / > < .001). A good per-
formance by the male was attributed to skill,
while the same performance by a female was
seen to be the result of chance. Related to
this, the question dealing with the confidence

TABLE 1

SUMMARY or ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE ON RATINGS
OF LUCK-ABILITY

Source

Sex of Stimulus (A)
Sex of Task (B)
Sex of Subject (0)
A X B
AX C
BX C
A X B X C

Within

MS

12.802
2.753
5.845

20.722
6.844
3.021
4.294
2.755

df

1
1
1
1
1
1
1

122

F

4.648
1.000
2.122
7.523
2.485
1.097
1.559

P

.031

.680

.144

.007

.113

.297

.212

of the subject in his evaluation of luck or
skill showed only one significant main effect,
that of sex of stimulus person. The subjects
were more confident in their attribution to
the male than to the female stimulus person
(F = 5.28, p = .02).

Analysis of the other dependent measures
revealed some interesting patterns. On the
question dealing simply with the level of the
performance, no difference was found for sex
of stimulus person. Both males and females
were rated as having performed equally well,
as might be expected since the subjects were
given identical information about the norms
and observed identical performances. A sig-
nificant main effect was found for sex of task,
however (F = 4.81, p = .03), such that per-
formance on the masculine task was seen as
better than equivalent performance on the
feminine task. No other main effects or inter-
actions were significant.

When asked to state whether the task per-
formance was indicative of the stimulus per-
son's general intelligence, the subjects again
favored the male. A main effect of borderline
significance for sex of stimulus person (F =
3.55, p = .058) indicated that the good per-
formance was seen as more indicative of the
male's general intelligence than of the fe-
male's.

As mentioned earlier, when the subjects
were asked to estimate their own performance
on the task, they showed expected sex-linkage
predictions. In addition, however, there was a
significant main effect for sex of subject (F —
9.38, £ = .003); the males expected to do
better on either task than did the females.
Inspection of means in the significant Sex of
Subject X Sex of Task interaction showed
that the male subjects expected to do better
than the performer (who made a score of 16)
on both the feminine task (expected score =
16.38) and on the masculine task (expected
score = 18.48), while the female subjects ex-
pected to do better than the performer only
on the feminine task (expected score on femi-
nine task = 17.47, expected score on mascu-
line task = 13.65).

Measures of effort and predicted perform-
ance of the stimulus person on a similar task
showed no differences among conditions.
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DISCUSSION

The present study gives clear indication
that equivalent performances by males and
females are not explained by the same attri-
butions. As predicted, a male's successful per-
formance on a masculine task is explained by
invoking skill on the part of the performer,
while the same performance by a female tends
to be more attributed to luck. In contrast to
prediction, however, the reverse conditions
did not hold true on the feminine task. In-
stead, ratings of male and female stimulus
persons were almost identical for the female
task, with the result that there was an overall
main effect for men to be seen as more skill-
ful, independent of the task, than women. To
amplify this biasing effect, performance on a
masculine task was seen as better by the sub-
jects, despite the fact that pretesting had
shown the tasks to be rated equivalent in task
difficulty and that the score presumably ob-
tained by stimulus persons was identical vis-
a-vis an identical norm for masculine and
feminine tasks. Such results support the popu-
lar conception that masculine accomplish-
ments are viewed as better accomplishments,
whether in relation to task or performer.
Further, such accomplishments, in this case an
above-average performance, are seen as more
indicative of the man's intelligence than of the
woman's.

It should be noted that although women
were rated as luckier, particularly on the mas-
culine task, these ratings were at the midpoint
of the scale, that is, approximately equal
amounts of luck and skill were assigned.
Thus, no stimulus persons were seen as per-
forming well primarily because of luck, de-
spite the fact that a true-false task should
allow such a supposition on the part of at
least some subjects. Such a tendency is con-
sistent with our pilot study, which also re-
vealed a reluctance on the part of subjects to
assign luck as an explanation for a good per-
formance. It is also worth noting in this con-
text that the subjects were more confident in
assigning ratings to the male stimulus person,
ratings that were more polarized away from
the luck factor.

The present study presents additional evi-
dence for the tendency of women to make

lower estimates of their anticipated perfor-
mance than do males, thus confirming previ-
ous reports of Feather (1968, 1969). While
men anticipate doing better than the person
they evaluate on either a masculine or a femi-
nine task, women predict a higher score for
themselves only on the feminine task, while
predicting a substantially lower score on the
masculine task. (These expectations are inde-
pendent of the sex of the actor observed.) Al-
though sex of subject had an effect in terms
of the subject's expectations for his own per-
formance, there was no evidence that the sub-
ject's own sex related to his or her evaluation
of either male or female stimulus persons. In
every case, the patterns of judgment of male
and female subjects were quite similar, thus
arguing against any sex-linked biases toward
or against one's own sex. Such results are
consistent with previous research in our own
labs, as well as with the Bern and Bern (1970)
replication of Goldberg (1968). Males and
females share the biases equally.

The present data show that when by clearly
objective criteria, the performances of a male
and a female are identical, those performances
are rated accordingly in that we found no
difference on evaluation of performance. In a
similar vein, Pheterson et al. (1971) found no
difference in judgments of competence when
an authoritative judgment of the performance
was supplied to subjects, that is, the label
winner. Nevertheless, people assign different
causes in explanation of that performance. If
similar processes occur outside of the confines
of the present experimental paradigm, then
the potential discrimination against women
(or any other group for whom expectations
tend to be lower) may be of a more subtle
nature and hence less easily eliminated by
objective evidence of a good performance.
Although the present study did not show these
differing attributions to affect predictions re-
garding future performance, this failure to
obtain differences may reflect some confusion
on the part of the subjects as to what the
similar task would be rather than evidence
of no connection between explained perform-
ance and anticipated future performance.
Research by Weiner and others (e.g., Weiner
et al., 1971) would clearly suggest that future
expectations would be affected.
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It is evident that additional research is
needed to explore the conditions under which
differing attributions are made to male and
female performances and the extent to which
these attributions affect future expectancies.
It would also be of interest to know what the
effect would be when the presented evidence
indicated below-average rather than above-
average performance. We might expect that in
such a case the male's bad performance on a
feminine task would be seen as lack of skill,
while bad luck would be used to explain fail-
ure on a sex-consistent task. A number of
similar hypotheses can be formulated, suggest-
ing that attribution theory is of both heuristic
and conceptual value in investigating the
processes of differential evaluations of males
and females.
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